The Apology
by Plato
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Lesson Nine: The Apology ; Document B

The Apology
By Plato
(Primary Source)

In 399 B.C., twenty-five years after Aristophanes’ comedy, The Clouds, Socrates stood
before the great popular court of Athens. He was accused of much the same charges that
had been leveled at him by Aristophanes, specifically “that Socrates is a doer of evil,
who corrupts the youth; and who does not believe in the gods of the state, but has other
new divinities of his own.” The charges were brought by three fellow Athenians,
Meletus, Lycon, and Anytus. Although only one of the accusers , Anytus, was a man of
any importance, and he only a minor political figure, the charges carried the death
penalty if the court so decided. Indeed, this was the intent of the accusers.

The man, now seventy years old, who rose to speak in his own defense was not the
pettifogging buffoon of The Clouds. Perhaps that man never really existed. By the same
token, did the speaker at the trial ever exist? The trial is Socrates’, but the account of it
is Plato’s. The Apology, from the Dialogues of Plato, is the “defense” of Socrates at his trial.

 HOW YOU, O Athenians, have been affected bymyaccusers, cannot tell;
but I know that they almost made me forget who I'was—so persuas1ve1y :
did they speak; and y et they have hardly uttered a word of truth.
- But.. firstThaveto reply tothe older charges and tomy first: accusers, and
thenIwillgo ontothe later ones. For of old Ihave had many accusers, who
‘have accused me fal sely toyou durlng, many years;and [ am more afraid
~of them than of Anytus and his associates, who are dangerous, too, intheir
~own way. But far more dangerous are the: others, who began when you
~ were children, and to : k_jpossessmn of your mmds Wlth their falsehoods,
telling of one Socrates, ¢ ,
above, and searched into the earth beneath and rnade the worse appear
the better cause. The dlssemmators of thrs tale : are the accusers whom I
 dread; for their hearers are apt to fancy that such enquirers donotbelieve
inthe existence of the gods. And they are many, and their charges against
_meareofancient date, and they were made by themin the dayswhenyou
~ ‘were more. rmpressrble 'than you are now—in childhood, or it may | have.
_beenin youth—and the cause when heard Went by default fortherewas
_none to answer. And hardest of all, I do not know and cannot tell the :
: .names of my accuse] unless in the chance case of a Cormc poet :

I dare say, Athemans, that some one among you w111 reply, ‘Yes, Socrates, '
 butwhatis the orlgm of these accusahons which arebrought agalnst you;
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- there musthavebeen someth_mg strange which you havebeen domg? Al

these rumours and this talk about you would never have arisen if you had
been like other men: tell us, then, what is the cause of them, for we should
be sorry tojudge hastily of you.” Now I regard this as a fair challenge, and
I will endeavour to explain to you the reason why I am called wise and
have such an evil fame. .

.. I'will refer you to a witness who is worthy of credit; that witness shall
be the God of Delphi—he will tell you about my wisdom, if I have any,
and of what sort it is. You must have know Chzaerephon; he was early a
friend of mine.... Well, Cheaerephon, as you know, was very impetuous in
all his doings, and he went to Delphi and boldly asked the oracle to tell
him whether—as I was saying, I must beg you not to interrupt—he asked
the oracle to tell him whether any one was wiser than I was, and the
Pythian prophetess answered, that there was no man wiser. Chzerephon
is dead himself; but his brother, who is in court, will confirm the truth of
what I am saying.

Why do I mention this? Because I am going to explam to you why I have

such an evil name. When T heard the answer, I said to myself, What canthe
- god mean? and what is the mterpretahon of his riddle? for I know that I

have no wisdom, small or great. What then can he mean when he says that

- Tam the wisest of men? And yet he is a god, and cannot lie; that would be

againsthisnature. After long consideration, I thoughtofa method oftrymg

the question. I reflected that if I could only find a man wiser than myself,

then I might go to the god with a reputation in my hand, thenIshould say
to him, ‘Here is a man who is wiser than I am; but you said that I was the
wisest.” Accordingly I went to one who had the reputation of wisdom, and
observed him—his name I need not mention; he was a politician whom I

selected for examination—and the result was as follows: When I began o4

talk with him, I could not help thinking that he was not really wise,
although he was thought wise by many, and still wiser by himself; and

~ thereupon I tried to explain to him that he thought himself wise, but was -
- notreally wise; and the consequence was that he hated me, and his enmity
~ wasshared by several who were present and heard me. Sollefthim, saying .
to myself, as I went away: Well, although I do not suppose that either of us
- knows anything really beautiful and good, I am better off than he is,—for
~ he knowsnothing, and thinks that he knows; I neither know nor think that -
Iknow. In this latter particular, then, I seem to have slightly the advantage
- of him. I went to another who had still higher pretensions to wisdom , and

my conclusion was exactly the same. Whereup onImadeanother Sy of
him, and of many others besides him. .
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. Thisinquisitionhasled tomyhaving many enemies of theworstand most
dangerous kind, and has given occasion also to many calumnies. And I
am called wise, for my hearers always imagine that I myself possess the
wisdom which I find wanting in others: but the truth is, Omen of Athens,
that God only is wise, and by his answer he intends to show that the
wisdom of men is worth little or nothing; he is not speaking of Socrates,
he is only using my name by way of illustration, as if he said, He, O men,
is the wisest, who like Socrates, knows that his wisdom is in truth worth
nothing. And soIgoaboutthe world, obedient to the god, and search and
make enquiry into the wisdom of any one, whether citizen or stranger,
who appears to be wise; and if he is not wise; then in vindication of the -
oracleIshow him thatheisnot wise, and my occupation quite absorbs me,

"and I have no time to give either to any public matter of interest or to any
concern of my own, but I am in utter poverty by reason of my devotion

“othegod. i S e

There is another thing:—young men of the richer classes, who have not.

much to do, come about me of their own accord; jtheylikpf to hear the -
 pretenders examined, and they often imitate me, and proceed to examine
~ others; there are plenty of persons, as they quickly discover, who think
' they know something, but really know little or nothing; and then those

‘who are examined by them instead of being angry with themselves are
_angry with me: This ‘confounded Socrates, they say; this villainous -

- misleader 'of,youth;ar"\'d then if somebody asks ‘them, Why, what evil
~ does he practise or teach? they do notknow, and cannot tell; but inorder -
" that they may not appear to be at a loss, they repeat the ready-made
_ charges which are used againstall philosophers about teaching thingsup
in the clouds and under the earth, and having no gods and making the

[Turning to the formal charges against him, Socrates dismisscs them
* almost contemptuously, rturmngtothe mamcharges ag“.hg sees them

and his 1ifelong"3'fftargumen " with his city and its c zenry.]

 Andnow, Athenians, Tamnot going o argue formy ownsake, asyou may
- think, butfor yours, that youmay notsin against the God by condemning

‘me, who am his gift to you. For if you kill me you will not easily finda
successor to me, who, if 1 may use such a ludicrous figure of speech, am
asortof gadfly, given tothestateby God;and the stateisa greatand noble
steed who is tardy in his motions owing to his very size, and requires to

‘be stirred into life. I am that gadfly which God has attached to the state,
and all daylong and inall places am always fastening upon you, arousing J
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and persuadlng and reproaching you You will not easﬂy find another’ o

like me, and therefore Iwould advise you to spare me. I dare say that you
may feel out of temper (like a person who is suddenly awakened from
sleep), and you think that you might easily strike me dead as Anytus
advises, and then you would sleep on for the remainder of your lives,
unless God in his care of you sent you another gadfly. When I say I am
givento youby God, the proof of my mission is this: if Thad been like other

men, I should not have neglected all my own concerns or patiently seen

the neglect of them all these years, and have been doing yours, coming to
you individually like a father or elder brother, exhorting you to regard
virtue; such conduct, Isay would be unlike human nature. If Thad gained
anything, or if my exhortations had been paid, there would have been
some sense in my doing so; but now, as you will perceive, not even the

impudence of my accusers dares to say thatI have ever exacted or sought

pay of any one; of that they have no witness. And I have a sufficient
witness to the truth of what I say—my poverty. . .

[The jury returns the verdict of guilty.]

There are many reasons why I am not grieved, O men of Athens, at the

vote of condemnation. I expected it, and am only surpnsed thatthevotes
- aresonearly equal; for I had thought that the majority against me would
_havebeen far larger; butnow, had thirty votes gone over tothe otherside,
' Ishould have been acquitted. And I may say, I think, that I have escaped ~

Meletus . Imay say more; for without the assistance of Anytus and Lycon,

~any one may see that he would not have had a fifth part of the votes, as
the law requires, in which case he would have 1ncurred a fme ofa

thousand drachmee.

And so he proposes death as the penalty

: Some one will say: Yes, Socrates, but cannot you hold your tongue, and
* then you may go into a foreign city, and no one will interfere with you?
Now I have a great difficulty in making you understand my answer to

this. For if I tell you that to do as you say would be a disobedience to the

God, and therefore thatI cannot hold my tongue, you will notbelieve that
I am serious; and if I say again that daily to discourse about virtue, and

of those other things about which you hear me examining myself and

others, is the greatest good of man, and that the unexamined life is not -
worth living, you are still less likely to believe me. Yet I say what s true,
although a thing of which it is hard for me to persuade you. Also I have -
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; never been accustomed to thmk that I deserve to suffer any harm Had T

money I might have estimated the offence at what I was able to pay, and
not have been much the worse. But I have none, and therefore I must ask

you to proportion the fine to my means. Well, perhaps I could afford a

mina, and therefore I propose that penalty: Plato, Crito, Critobulus, and

Apollodorus, my friends here, bid me say thirty minae, and they will be

the sureties. Let t}urty minz be the penalty; for which sum they will be
ample security to you...

[Socrates is condemned to death.]

Andnow,Omenwho have condemned me, Iwould fain prophesy toyou;

for I am about to die, and in the hour of death men are gifted with
prophetic power. And I prophesy to you who are my murderers , that
immediately after my departure punishment far heavier than you have

~ inflicted on me will surely await you. Men you have killed because you

- wanted to escape the accuser, and not give an account of your lives. But

~ that will not be as you suppose: far otherwise. For I say that there will be

more accusers of you than there are now; accusers whom hitherto Thave -

restrained: and as they are younger they will be more inconsiderate with

- you, and you will be more offended at them. If you think that by klllmg e
_ men you can prevent some one from censuring your evil lives, you are
~ mistaken; thatisnota way of escapewhlch iseither possibleorhonourable;
 the easiest and the noblest way is not to be disabling others, but to be i
improving yourselves. This is the prophecy which T utter before my o
departure to the ]udges who have condemned me '

Frlends whowould have acqultted me, Iwould also 11ke to talk with you .
_about the thing which has come to pass, while the magistrates are busy,
_ and before I go to the place at which I must die. Stay then a little, forwe
may as well talk with one another while there is time. You are my friends,
- and I should like to show you the meaning of this event which has
~ happened tome. O myjudges—fory youImay truly call judges—Ishould
 like to tell you of a wonderful circumstance. Hitherto the divine faculty
- of Wthh the internal oracle is the source has constantly been in the habrt-k
- of opposing me even about trifles, if I was going to make a slip or error

-inany matter;and now as yousee therehas come upon me thatwhichmay
be thought, and is generally believed to be, the last and worstevil. Butthe -
- oracle made no sign of opposition, either when I was leaving my house
in the morning, or when I was on my way to court, or while I was
speaking, at anything which I was going to say; and yet I have often been
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stopped in the middle of a 5peech but now in nothmg I e1ther sald or dldf';f}_:
touching the matter in hand has the oracle opposed me. WhatdoItaketo
be the explanation of this silence? I will tell you. It is an intimation that

what has happened to me is a good, and that those of us who think that
death is an evil are in error. For the customary sign would surely have
opposed me had I been going to evil and not to good. .

Wherefore, O judges, be of good cheer about death, and know of a
certainty, that no evil can happen to a good man, either in life or after

death: He and his are not neglected by the gods; nor has my own
approachmg end happened by mere chance. ButIsee clearly that the time
had arrived when it was better for me to die and released form trouble;
wherefore the oracle gave no sign. For which reason, also,  am not angry =
with my condemners, or with my accusers; they have done me no harm,
although they did not mean to do me any good; and for this Imay gently 2

blame them.

Still Thave a favour to ask them. When my sons are grown up, Iwould ask
you, O my friends, to punish them; and I would have you trouble them
asThave troubled you, if they seem to care aboutriches, or anything, more
than about virtue; or if they pretend to be something when they are really"f
- nothing,—then reprove them, as I have reproved you for not carng
~about that for which they ought to care, and thmklng that they are
somethlng when they are really nothing. Andif youdo thls, both I and my .

sons will have recelved justice at your hands.

Thehour of departure has arrived, and we goour ways—I todie, and youf

to live. Which is better God only knows.

Plato, The Dialogues of Plato. Ben]amm ]owett trans. (New York Oxford_'_"‘s ‘

University Press, 1892).
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